
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Nuclear Weapons and the Environment 

Basic Facts  
 A new nuclear arms race was triggered in 2010 by the New Start Agreement, which allows for nuclear weapons 

“modernization.” The proposed budget for modernization is estimated at $1 trillion over the next 30 years.1  

 9 countries have nuclear weapons: The US, Russia, UK, France and China, as “legacy nuclear states,” plus Israel, India, 
Pakistan, and North Korea. There are an estimated 14,900 known warheads, as of early 2017.2   

 
Pollution from Weapons Facilities and Nuclear Tests  

 Nuclear weapons production sites produce vast amounts of radioactive waste, which can have devastating impacts on 

the surrounding environment.  

 A clear example of this is the Hanford Nuclear Site in Eastern WA, which is the most contaminated nuclear site in the 

western world.3 At the height of plutonium production in 1957, eight plutonium production reactors dumped a daily 

average of 50,000 curies of radioactive material into the Columbia River. By comparison, only 15-24 curies of iodine-131 

were released at Three Mile Island. Large volumes of radioactive waste have since been stored in 177 underground 

tanks, 67 of which have leaked a total of approximately one million gallons into the surrounding soil. 4  Today, 53 million 

gallons of high-level radioactive and chemical waste, and 25 million cubic feet of solid waste, are stored at the Hanford 

site.5  

 Since 1945, eight countries have conducted 2,054 nuclear test explosions in locations all around the world. 528 early 

tests were conducted in the atmosphere, spreading radioactive material throughout the atmosphere. Underground tests 

have also vented radioactive material into the atmosphere and contaminated soil.6  

 Nuclear weapons testing has had a particularly harmful effect on land and marine environments due to bioaccumulation, 

meaning that radioactive material concentrates in organisms up the food chain. For example, Iodine-131 from US tests, 

especially during the 1950s, accumulated in rainfall runoff and in soil, which was taken up by grasses, then consumed by 

cows that produced contaminated milk, which was distributed throughout the US.7 
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Environmental Consequences of Uranium Mining8 
 Tailings, or the by-product of uranium mining, contain many toxic materials and 85% of the radioactivity of the uranium 

ore. In Australia, one of the top uranium producing countries, mining one ton of uranium produces on average 848 tons 

of tailings and 1152 tons of low-grade ore and waste rock. This makes mining easily the largest point of radioactive waste 

production in the nuclear fuel/weapons production chain.  

 Despite regulations, there have been many incidents of leaks and contamination from tailings into groundwater, 

waterways, and the nearby environment. For example, it was discovered after almost 10 years of operation that a 

tailings dam had leaked billions of liters of tailings into groundwater at the Olympic Dam in Australia.  

 No closed uranium mine in the world has been successfully cleaned up9 , and the waste remains radioactive and harmful 

for tens of thousands of years.  

 

Climate Disruption10,11  
  A “limited” nuclear war between India and Pakistan involving 100 nuclear weapons could launch 6.6 million metric tons 

of black carbon aerosol particles into the upper atmosphere. 

 Global average surface temperatures would cool by 1.25 C initially, with greater cooling over large areas of North 

America and Europe, resulting in the coldest global temperatures of the last 1,000 years.  

 This would also result in decreased global precipitation, especially over temperate grain-growing regions in North 

America and Europe, and a larger reduction in the Asian summer monsoon.  

 A 2014 study demonstrates potential ozone losses of 20%-50% over populated areas.  

 This would lead to widespread, devastating impacts on humans, crop production, and ecosystems, leading to a “nuclear 

famine.” 

Impacts on Agriculture10, 11 
 In the decade following a “limited” nuclear war: US corn and soybean production would decrease by an average of 10%, 

Chinese middle season rice production would decrease by an average of 10 - 20%, and Chinese winter wheat production 

would decrease by an average of 31%. 

 The growing season would be shortened by 10-40 days for 5 years.  

 Declines in crop production would be accompanied by increases in food prices and decreased accessibility to food, 

especially for those already undernourished. Distribution, exports, and aid would likely decrease.  

 In all, global food famine resulting from a nuclear war would threaten around two billion people. Resulting global 

conflicts and disease would affect hundreds of millions more. 

 

What would the aftermath of a nuclear war look like? 
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